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Librarians as Partners in

Service-Learning Courses (Part II)   

Maureen Barry, Wright State University
In Part I, I described two case studies during which I col­
laborated with service-learning instructors.  Here, I will 
explore how librarian-faculty collaborations for service-
learning courses are similar to or different from librarian-
faculty collaborations in courses without service-learning 
and offer advice for librarians who may have the opportu­
nity to support or become a partner in service-learning 
courses.
Riddle (2003) noted that librarians provide similar 
information services in service-learning courses as they
do in any other course. For instance, both service-
learning and non-service-learning students benefit from
practicing search strategies including truncation, Boolean 
operators and keyword generation and information liter­
acy competencies such as evaluating information and 
using information ethically.  Similarly, the librarian’s 
function of creating awareness of library subscriptions 
and services is equally important in either setting.  Fi­
nally, as is the case for “typical” library instruction, the 
level of the librarian’s involvement in service-learning 
courses varies, depending on the research topic and stu­
dents’ skill levels.  For example, in case study one (ENG 
102), students needed multiple instruction sessions to 
tackle a question that has not been answered in the litera­
ture (the need for a campus food pantry at Wright State 
University); whereas in case study two (UVC 101), stu­
dents successfully accessed scholarly literature that ad­
dressed the link between comic books and literacy in one 
instruction session. 
While pointing out the similarities, Riddle also recog­
nized that the librarian’s role may be different in service-
learning courses in that there is a social context for the 
information problem and the pedagogy may influence the 
students’ learning behaviors (2003).  If you relate this 
idea to case study one, for instance, students may be 
more likely to experience significant learning as they ap­
ply their research and writing skills to solving problems 
for their peers through the service-learning pedagogy
than they would when writing a traditional research paper 
primarily using source material.  
Another key difference is that information needs in 
service learning classes are often determined by a third 
party in the collaboration - the community partner.  Be­
cause the students are conducting research for a broader 
audience, the community, they may need local data or 
statistics about very specific populations.  As such, I have 
discovered that the librarian's involvement in service-
learning courses can be more intense in terms of time 
commitment, the amount and variety of sources used and 
knowledge of the subject.  Service-learning students may
run into obstacles because some local data may be confi­
dential, if it is collected at all.  A librarian may need a 
high-degree of knowledge about the research topic in or­
der to help the student negotiate sources that are avail­
able to fit their needs most appropriately.  Solving these 
community-based information problems may also involve 
more back and forth between librarian, faculty member 
and community partner.   
This wide variety of sources can include statistics 
from government agencies, local archives, primary
sources (e.g., client interviews) and the like. Students in 
the ENG 102 course, for instance, conducted informal 
original research about the need for a campus food pan­
try. The students asked their peers via an informal poll if 
they had ever skipped a meal to pay other expenses.  
More than 1,000 students answered the poll and about 
half indicated that they had experienced food insecurity 
while enrolled at WSU. Another student interviewed one 
of her peers on camera to capture her thoughts about the 
need for a student food pantry and shared the video at the 
end-of-the-quarter presentations to campus stakeholders.  
Other examples include some service-learning students 
who needed to find court cases to understand the legisla­
tion surrounding certain social issues faced by the com­
munity partner and its clients, while others were required 
to find news articles in a foreign language about social 
justice issues in particular countries. 
Not only is finding this unique information a chal­
lenge, but also students may need to analyze and interpret 
their findings differently than they would when writing a 
traditional research paper. Service-learning students 
must think critically to discover how the information they
find might solve a community problem.  This task often 
becomes more complicated by the fact that the students 
may have been largely unaware that such a problem ex­
isted prior to the service-learning experience.  Or, if stu­
dents are aware of the problem, they are often surprised 
by the magnitude of the problem.  In such cases, a one-
shot instruction section may not adequately meet the 
needs of the students, faculty or community partners and 
an increase in the number of instruction sessions may be 
necessary.
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Advice for Librarians 
Based on the two case studies presented in the first 
part of this article and my own service-learning experi­
ences, I offer the following advice for librarians who 
have the opportunity to support or partner with service-
learning courses.
Ask the Experts 
Seek support from your institution’s civic engage­
ment or service-learning office. You may not be aware of 
them, but search around and it is likely that they exist.  
They can help you understand the unique nature of ser­
vice-learning courses and community partner needs.  Ad­
ditionally, they can give you suggestions about how to
make the partnership mutually beneficial for each stake­
holder: faculty, student, and community partner.  They 
can also offer assistance with creating appropriate ser­
vice-learning assignments and reflection activities.  Of
course, if your faculty-partner is a service-learning vet­
eran, he or she may not need that support, but you should 
still approach the experts. At the very least, you have 
made another connection on campus.   
If your institution does not have a dedicated office 
for civic engagement or service-learning, you could ap­
proach faculty members who are service-learning veter­
ans and explore the service-learning literature. Many 
useful readings are included in the reference list at the 
end of part I of this article. 
Communicate Directly with the Community Partner 
In situations similar to the first case study, librarians 
may be approached by faculty who teach an existing ser­
vice-learning course, and therefore have already estab­
lished a relationship with a community partner.  In such a 
case, librarians may have less direct interaction with the 
community partner.  Still, if at all possible, meet in per­
son with the agency’s staff members to negotiate their 
information needs.  If it is not possible to meet in person, 
perhaps some clarification could be made via email or
phone. However it is made, this direct contact is impor­
tant because community partner staff members may have 
unrealistic expectations about the nature of information 
available to your students because partners do not typi­
cally have a great deal of knowledge about databases and 
resources available at academic libraries.  Or, as dis­
cussed earlier, they may need to find hard to acquire sta­
tistics about local underserved populations.  You will be 
able to negotiate their information needs with them best if 
you have direct communication with them just as you
would during any reference interview exchange. 
Also, it is important that the students’ service to the 
agency fits the learning objectives of the course and the 
community partner’s needs.  Without clarification of the 
course learning objectives from the librarian or the fac­
ulty member, the community partners may make incor­
rect assumptions about what students can produce for 
them.  For example, in an information literacy course, the 
objectives might be for students to find, select and evalu­
ate information; therefore, it is more appropriate for stu­
dents to find articles that describe successful rubrics than 
it is for them to create a rubric themselves.  It is very im­
portant to clarify each party’s expectations and abilities 
from the beginning to ensure a mutually beneficial ex­
perience.
Be Prepared for Unique Information Needs 
Service-learning courses are not the only courses in 
which students will have unique information needs.  Stu­
dents are also faced with distinct research questions in 
upper-division courses, capstone projects and so on.  But 
in a typical composition course, students need scholarly 
articles, statistics and the like to support their arguments.  
As discussed earlier, service learning courses have atypi­
cal needs that tend to stand out – anyone, let alone fresh­
man English students, would be extremely challenged to 
find scholarly articles that answer the ENG 102 commu­
nity partner’s question: “Why does Wright State need a 
food pantry?”  Although campus food pantries are be­
coming more and more popular, there had not been much 
mention at all of them in the scholarly literature.   
As with any service-learning project, it is important 
for faculty or instructors to negotiate the academic as­
signments such that they are appropriate for students’
abilities and cover important course content while simul­
taneously meeting the needs of the community partner.  
Asking the community partner “what are your informa­
tion needs” may not result in a research question that is
appropriate for your students.  One suggestion is to ask 
the agency partner questions such as:  “What big projects 
are on the horizon?” or “What changes do you foresee in 
the next year?”   Once you have answers to these ques­
tions, formulate some potential research questions and do 
some preliminary searching yourself to understand what 
information is available then offer the partner a few vi­
able options for research questions.  Another option is to 
ask the community partner for at least three potential re­
search topics so that you can negotiate one of those infor­
mation needs into a suitable research question. 
Manage your Time   
As also mentioned earlier, due to elevated research 
requirements, service-learning classes typically require 
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more work outside of the classroom and the librarian 
should properly prepare.  For example, when I was asked 
to have a required meeting with each ENG 102 student 
individually to provide guidance specific to his or her
topic for their portfolios, I assented to this request as I
thought (accurately, it turns out) it was necessary for suc­
cessful completion of their project.  However, I made sure 
to ask for help from my colleagues ahead of time.  Many
students procrastinated, so I was bombarded with appoint­
ment requests in the last weeks of the quarter. My col­
leagues helped cover some appointments so it was more 
likely that students could get their first choice for a meet­
ing time (including evenings or weekends) and also help 
prevent me from becoming overwhelmed.
Discuss the Benefits of Researching in the Service-
Learning Setting  
Faculty members at WSU often lament that student 
reflections written throughout the service-learning experi­
ence can be shallow in terms of social issues if you are not 
careful (C. Sayer, personal communication, June 27, 
2011).  If you approach a faculty member about integrat­
ing a librarian into the service-learning experience, you 
may suggest that research could help students gain a better 
understanding of the social issues.  According to Riddle 
(2003), researching the social context of the issues the 
community partner strives to solve before entering the ser­
vice-learning experience may help alleviate students’ ini­
tial shock. Better preparation may result in stronger con­
nections to the community partners and the issues they 
face, which may also lead to improved reflection assign­
ments (C. Sayer, personal communication, June 27, 2011).
Judging from the lack of evidence in the literature about 
the connections between IL and service-learning, some 
faculty members probably have not thought about how 
research can benefit students entering service-learning 
experiences. Or, the ones who have thought about incor­
porating research may have trouble fitting this extra com­
ponent into their syllabus.  The possibility of more mean­
ingful reflection assignments may entice faculty to make 
time for a research component in the service-learning ex­
perience. 
Be Flexible 
Nonprofit agency staff members are often stretched 
thin, and they operate with uncertain budgets and re­
sources. As such, they most likely have even less time to 
devote to a partnership than a faculty member might.  Pro­
gram and budget cuts, agency turnover and even weather 
can affect students’ service experiences.  For example, one 
winter, many students in our information literacy course 
were not able to complete their on-site service with the 
community partner because the after- school programs 
were cancelled due to inclement weather.  My co-teacher 
and I were prepared to offer an alternate service project, 
during which students advertised and recruited runners 
and walkers for the agency’s annual 5K fundraiser.  Al­
though students were frustrated by the changes, dealing 
with these uncertainties prepared them for the uncertain­
ties they will inevitably experience in the workplace.  For 
that very reason, you and the faculty member both should 
encourage the students to be flexible, as well. 
Conclusion 
Service-learning courses and projects provide opportu­
nities for meaningful, high-impact experiences.  The sce­
narios described in this article are just two possibilities of 
the ways in which librarians can become partners for ser­
vice-learning courses. Whether you are approached by a 
faculty member or you seek out a service-learning experi­
ence yourself, the above advice will help create a mutually 
beneficial experience for each stakeholder. 
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